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LUNCHROOM TO BOARDROOM 
ORAL HISTORY PROJECT 
 
INTERVIEW WITH MARIE CRISP. 
INTERVIEWED BY THERESE COLLIE. 
 
27 NOVEMBER 1991 
Collie: This is Reel 13 and the date is 27 November 1991. This is the From Lunchroom to Boardroom Oral 
History Project for the TLC about women in the labour movement. And I'm talking to Marie Crisp, who 
lives at 80 Samford Rd, Alderley. Her phone number is 356-6279. 
Collie: Marie, can you tell me when you were born? 
 
Crisp: The 15th April 1920. 
 
Collie: So that makes you 71 now. 
 
Crisp: Yes, that's right. 
 
Collie: And where were you born? 
 
Crisp: Murwillumbah, just over the border in New South Wales. Nothing very special about it. It's quite a 
nice little town but I was only there until I was about 3 or 4years old. Then Dad and Mum took up a 
selection that was thrown open just outside Monto in central Queensland. 
And that was just, we had nothing on the place. It was just the land that was thrown open- So we had to 
go up and we spent some months living with a neighbor who'd gone up earlier and had a house. And 
then we built a shack, which was just an iron shed, and that was what we lived in, that was our home for 
the next 20 odd years, until we actually left there. 
Dad put extensions on it, but that was the place that we had. It was a dirt floor in the beginning, and 
then, later on we did get a floor put in as Dad got the money. Because he had no money and there 12 
children in the family - so there was babies coming along all the, time. And there wasn't much time, by 
the time you did a bit of work on the property - we had cows to milk and things like that - and Dad grew 
crops for the cows, then grew a bit of cotton and things like that, corn and different crops. But Dad had 
all the work to do because the kids weren't old enough to be able to do anything to help, and more kids 
kept coming along. 
 
Collie: What sort of schooling did you have in Monto? 
 
Crisp: Well we didn't go to school in Monto. We went to school in a little place called Three Moon, which 
is about 3 miles out of Monto, because there was no transport to get into Monto, it was too far to walk, 
of course it was very hot and very cold in the winter. And there was about a mile distance between us 
and what was called the Three Moon school and we went there. 
It was just a state primary school, one-teacher school where there was about 40 kids went to school. 
And how the teacher ever coped, I don't know. Of course the older ones usually had the job of teaching 
the little tiny ones and so our schooling was very limited, to say the least. 
 
Collie: And then, did you go to high school? 
 
Crisp: There was no high school up there. The nearest high school was I think, 40 miles away, and there 
was none of us in the family, I don't think, that sat for scholarship. You had to do that to get to high 
school. But there was just no scholarship class and no possibility of it with the one-teacher school with 
that number of children. I mean, it was impossible for a teacher to get you to scholarship level. You were 
lucky to even be able to read. 
 
Collie: So when did you leave school and what did you do? 
 
Crisp: I was about 13 I think, when I left and really I just stayed at home and helped Mum, because my 
oldest sister, the one that was older than me, she'd gone out to work, and Mum was having a bit of a 
difficult time. She wasn't well and there were young babies, and so I stayed at home for a time and then 
I was about 15 I got a job at the hospital as a wards maid. 
 
Collie: This was in Monto? 
 
Crisp: Yes, that was in Monto. By that time there was a township. There was no township of Monto 
when we went up there, and then gradually it built up and over the years a hospital was built, a very 
small one, and I worked there for a few years and then worked. oh, in cafes and hotels. And then I went 
back to Murwillumbah and worked down there for 12 months. 
 
Collie: What was work like at the hospital? 
 
Crisp: Pretty dreadful. We were members of the AWU, which was compulsory, of course, you had it 
taken out of your pay. You just had to sign and it was taken out of your pay. You had no choice if you 
wanted to keep a job, because it was a government job. And so well, we had to do everything, the actual 
work itself was just a matter of cleaning work and serving meals to patients and so forth. 
That was OK where the patients were alright, but on a few occasions we struck patients that were too 
sick to feed themselves, and in some cases were semi-conscious and we were supposed to feed these 
people. Well after one girl almost choked one of the patients, because we had to get our work done, so 
we had to hurry, and this girl almost choked this women that was not capable of feeding herself. 
And so we decided that we weren't going to do that job anymore, and we told the matron, that as of 
now we weren't feeding any patients, that it was a nurse's job, which of course is true. 
And she threatened us with the sack and we said, "Well sack us." As far as we were concerned we had to 
think in terms of if we killed somebody, or choked them, that there was going to be a problem for us, 
and she wasn't going to be the one that stood by us. So, we knew that the doctor would probably stand 
by us, he was fairly good, but anyway, she didn't sack us. 
But then another woman who, I found out afterwards, had syphilis and she was in isolation. And her 
crockery and cutlery and everything was kept separate, and I was supposed to have gone in and cleaned 
the room. And she used to throw things at the people, at the nurses and everybody, She was really quite 
out of her mind and she was in the latter stages of the disease. 
So I talked to one of the nurses who I was friendly with and I said "Well, what's wrong with May." And 
she said, "I'm not saying, because I'm not allowed to say that." And I said, "No, I know, but when you go 
in you have mask and gowns and caps and everything, I go in with no protection. And she said, "I 
wouldn't go in without protection, I'll tell you that much." So I said, "Right well I won't be from now on 
either." 
So I refused to go in and I had to talk to the other girls to make sure that they didn't get sent in. So we 
just all refused again to go in and she ended up getting the wards man to go in because he was too 
gutless to say no. But anyway she threatened again to sack us but she didn't. 
 
Collie: What gave you the gumption to stand up to authorities in that way? 
 
Crisp: Well, I suppose Dad to some degree. Dad had always been in a trade union before he went up 
there. He'd been a cane-cutter in Murwillumbah, or just outside of Murwillumbah, and Dad had always 
supported unions and told us we ought to join unions and that sort of thing. 
And while I was in the Union, while this was going on at the hospital, we used to contact the AWU up 
there and "Oh yes, I'll be up." Well he never came near us and so I got quite cranky with union and I said 
to Dad, "I-'m not joining a union any more, they're no good to you." 
And Dad explained in his way that that was the only thing that workers had and that if the unions didn't 
do the right thing, well you had to force them. He couldn't say how to force them but he did give some 
sort of a background. Dad used to always say that the Labor Party was better than what at that time was 
the UAP, which was the conservative party at that time. 
 
Collie: What does that stand for? 
 
Crisp: United Australian Party, I think it was. Anyway it was the conservative party and Dad didn't 
support that and I used to try and read the paper and work out who was who in the zoo, sort of thing, 
and Id ask him questions about it and he'd say, "Oh the Labor Party's better than the Liberal Party, but 
none of them will do anything for you." And I said, "Well in that case, how is one better that the other if 
neither of them will do anything for you?" Dad said, "Oh go on, go away." But I was interested I suppose 
and then after I came down to Brisbane - I worked there until 1942, up in Monto, and I suppose I was 
there for 5 or 6 years, working in Monto and around various jobs. And then I came to Brisbane during 
the war- I got married in 1942 and I came down to Brisbane and stayed with my mother-in-law down 
here for a while. 
 
Collie: Why did you move to Brisbane? 
Crisp: Well there were very few jobs in Monto and at that time there was manpower restrictions and I 
thought I'd just like to get away. 
 
Collie: What were those manpower restrictions? 
 
Crisp: Well they directed you as to where you could work and they were jobs that usually were 
connected with the war effort. And so when I came down here they directed me to work at the Ford 
motor company which had on section which was building landing barges for the army. That was on a 
cost-plus system, and of course the more they cost the more profits Fords made, so they didn't care how 
long it took us to do them, or how the jobs were done. Whether they passed inspection or not, didn't 
really make any difference to Fords. Well that was cut out, I'm not sure when, and the government put 
in inspectors, because they reckoned the first 20 or so barges never, ever left Pinkenba they just sunk. I 
wouldn't be surprised either. 
 
Collie: How did you find that work? 
 
Crisp: Oh, I liked it. It's really the only job that I ever had that I really liked. 
 
Collie: So what did you do? 
 
Crisp: Electric welding and there was all sorts of different welding on the thing. I was doing a fairly 
difficult one. It's what they call a vertical up weld and a sort of overhead welding and that sort of thing. 
But they really gave us no training for it. We just were put on the job and a woman who knew very little 
more about it than I did showed me how to hold the gun and how to put the rod in and that sort of 
thing, and you just had to learn yourself. 
Arid some of the women there did ask one of the unions, I think it was either the AEU or the Boiler 
Makers, I'm not sure which one, I think it was the AEU that she approached. 
 
Collie: What does that stand for? 
Crisp: Amalgamated Electrical Union, it was. There have been amalgamations taken place and it's now 
the Metal Trades Union, they've just changed their name recently and I can't remember what that one is 
either. But then the Boilermakers amalgamated with them. But they were 2 separate unions at that 
time, both covering the metal industry. And she applied and asked would they take any women on as 
either apprentices or at least to give them some training. And they said No, because that would threaten 
the jobs of men when they came back from the war. And of course, women at that stage weren't 
entitled to have any sort of training or job or anything like that. 
As far as the work was concerned I liked it. It was hard but I really liked it because it was interesting and 
you could see something for your work. Most other jobs you do them day after day and you do the same 
thing over and over again. Well, this had some variety in it. 
 
Collie: Were there a lot of women doing that work? 
 
Crisp: Yes. I'd say that there were about 200, at least, that would have been there, plus about the same 
in men. Most of the men didn't do electrical welding, they were doing other jobs, setting up jobs and 
other jobs that we weren't able to do. 
 
Collie: Was it good pay? 
 
Crisp: Well, it wasn't good pay but it was good pay to what our women were getting. It was 95%, no 90% 
of the male rate, which was miles ahead of what women normally got. That didn't last very long after 
the end of the war and then they soon chopped that back. And I did work at, it was a metal factory, and I 
worked there for a little while, about 6 months, in the early 50s.And I was doing electric welding, but I'd 
have gone mad if I'd continued on because it was just doing 44 gallon drums, just around the part where 
you get the petrol out, and it was not work that you'd ever have got very excited about. 
But then they'd had a strike, just before I got there, they'd had quite a long strike, actually, the women 
there, to retain their wages, but they'd lost that and I think they were on the 75% then, when I was 
there, but it was only a matter of a few months afterwards that they sacked all the women and just said 
they weren't going to employ any more women. 
And that was it. And it never caused a ripple as far as the union movement was concerned, the fact that 
women's jobs were being completely wiped out. 
 
Collie: Can you remember what you though about that at the time? 
Crisp: I was very angry, so were the other women, but there was very little you could do. I think we were 
in the Sheet Metal Workers at that time, if I remember correctly but there was no really effort made to 
organize women as far as activity in the Union. 
There was during the war years, the union that I was in during the war years was the, I'll have to 
remember what the name of that one was, the Vehicle Builders, that's right, and it was under fairly good 
leadership and we had a fairly active group on the job also. And the Union was trying to help to organize 
both women and men, mostly, of course, it was men. but still they encouraged women, just the same, to 
become delegates and to do things on their own bat and around women's issues. 
 
Collie: Did you become a delegate? 
 
Crisp: No, I think the other girl that was on the job, was the delegate, she was there longer than I was. 
There was only the one delegate, one man delegate and one woman delegate- But they were quite 
helpful, just the same, during the war but since then, there has been a big change because most of the 
unions concentrate an things that effected males, which was the main part of their membership and the 
males were the ones that were in the leadership, in the main in the unions. 
I don't think I was ever in a union that was under women's leadership. Even the Misos, while they've 
gone a long way, nevertheless they're not by any means under women's leadership. 
 
Collie: When did you join the Federated Miscellaneous Workers Union? 
 
Crisp: Gosh, I don't know it's a long time age. It'd be about '68, I suppose, because I gave up work for a 
while, when I had my baby, and I started work, I think it was about '60, no it wouldn't have been that 
long, she was about 8 I think, about '64, I suppose, I would have joined the Miscellaneous Workers' 
Union and I've been in that ever since. 
 
Collie: How many years is that? 
 
Crisp: '64, oh, that's nearly 30 years, isn't it? It's about26 years anyway. 
 
Collie: So while you were bringing up your family you weren't doing any outside work? Did you find it 
hard to change your life style in that way? 
 
Crisp: Well, I was in the Communist Party and I was in the Union of Australian Women, and I was in a 
number of organisations, so I had plenty to do. I didn't have to sit around twiddling my thumbs. It was 
certainly a change but I didn't mind it. I liked looking after the baby. 
I don't know that there was anything that I did at that time, but mostly I'd say it was UAW work, and 
women's work that I did, that I was involved in at that time. 
 
Collie: How did you get involved in the UAW? 
 
Crisp: I suppose it was through the Communist Party, in away. I think there were a lot of Communist 
Party women that were involved in it and I joined but while I was working I wasn't terribly active in it. I 
was a member but I wasn't terribly active and I've never really become terribly active in the Union of 
Australia Women. I've always supported them, I've always kept the membership going, but that's about 
it. And different campaigns, and that sort of thing, I've worked on with them. 
 
Collie: Can you remember any of those campaigns? 
 
Crisp: Particularly the one about the silk stockings, I forget what year that was. But that one, they had 
petitions and marches and demos and things like that about it. But it was mainly on the job, working 
with the women that were on the job, because I think at that time, if I remember correctly, I was 
working in the clothing trade, which I hated, and I was working with other girls and talking to them, and 
that sort of thing. 
But then, there were a whole lot of things that they were doing in the locality and I used to become 
involved with them. Even when I had Cheryl, when you've got a tiny kid you can't become involved and 
once she got a bit bigger, well I used to concentrate mainly on doing work in the Party and that sort of 
thing. 
 
Collie: What sort of work did you do with the Communist Party? 
 
Crisp: All sorts! It's very difficult to say what particular job, because women were usually the branch 
secretary and branch executive work, section secretary and section executive work. Which was quite a 
fair bit of running around and quite a lot of work within a particular area. Plus work with women and the 
trade unions, when I was working. 
 
Collie: What did that running around entail? 
 
Crisp: Oh, going and seeing people, visiting branches, talking to individual people about various things, 
what ever the campaigns were. Because there were lots of big campaigns at that stage, like during the 
late 40s when there was the rail strike, the meat strike, the coal miners strike and all those, and the 
Communist Party had quite a lot of input into those, not as far as I was concerned, but we actually 
helped to organize food for the strikers' families and that, which involved getting people to go out to the 
farmers and to people that supported it in the country bring them back. 
And we had a particular depot in Spring Hill, where I was living at the time and we used to go up every 
night and give out whatever food stuffs we had. And we used to collect money to buy groceries and 
things for the families that were on strike, or that had been stood down, because there was quite a lot 
of them had been stood down. I was stood down myself for 2 or 3 weeks during that time. 
 
Collie: Where were you working then, Marie? 
 
Crisp: Oh, I was working in a biscuit factory in the Valley and I was sacked just shortly afterwards, but 
not for anything to do with the strike, because I was active on the job and they didn't like that very 
much. But during the strikes was ere having public meetings and explaining what the strike was all about 
and trying to get support from people. We'd have street corner meetings and leafleting, and posters, 
you name it, we were active around a whole lot of those sort of things, 
 
CL: Did you speak in public on a street corner? 
 
Crisp: Not when I could get out of it, I didn't. I remember the first time that ever I spoke and I was 
terrified. At that time the crowds were generally not hostile, late 40s,they were still, you know the war 
effort and that sort of thing, the really cold war hadn't started to develop, not as it did later. 
But I was standing up on this street corner and I was supposed to be speaking about equal pay and I said 
women couldn't possible afford to live decently on the wages they get. And there was a wharfie bloke in 
the crowd and he said, "Oh you Poor kid." I just about crawled under the truck. We had some funny 
things happened. 
Another night we were at a street corner meeting, I think it was the Sportsman pub, on the corner of 
Leichhardt St, and they turned on Paul Robertson of all people, they turned a record of his up so loud 
that it drowned us out. And we weren't allowed to put our public address system up above a certain 
thing because it would have become a nuisance to the neighbors, they reckoned, but they were allowed 
to put it up so that it drowned ours out completely. 
Another night we were up at the City View Hotel and some young students, I'm not sure, from one of 
the colleges, came down and they really attacked our stump. I thought we were going to get really 
beaten up, because they were really vicious. Anyway eventually it started to rain, fortunately, so we 
were able to close up so that without it looking as if we had been driven off the street. So we organised 
it for the next Friday night and we made sure we had plenty of people there. And they turned up but 
they were very quiet when there was plenty of people there to challenge them. 
 
Collie: So as the cold war developed, did you strike many incidences of anti-Communist propaganda 
effects on you? 
 
Crisp: Oh yes, I mean it was not unusual to get abused. Some people had dogs turned on them if they 
went out. See, during that time, in the early 50s was when the 'ban the bomb' petition and all those sort 
of petitions were going around. And it wasn't only Communists but I was mainly Communists that went 
out and fronted the people with the threat of nuclear war and that sort of thing. 
We went out most Sundays, Sunday mornings, practically every Sunday morning we'd go out on a 
canvas, and it wasn't unusual for people to have dogs set on them and people who abused them, and 
that sort of thing. I never, myself, got abused badly There were people that would just sort of say "No", 
they didn't want to. They didn't agree with it in a rather nasty way but I never got abused. But I must 
admit I got a bit of a fright a few times when they had dogs. I wasn't sure whether they were going to 
hold on to them or not. 
 
Collie: In 1966 you were part of a women's delegation to the CCCP. What can you tell me about that 
trim, Marie? 
 
Crisp: Well it was a very interesting trip and there were 8 of us, I think, that went, 8 women from 
Australia. There was most things you could say that we actually saw were very impressive, but there 
were things that we saw that we didn't think were very good and, from what we could see, the position 
of women hadn't really improved all that much. They certainly had the right to work, and they were 
given equal pay, which of course was something that we hadn't achieved, but from the point of view of 
the family there hadn't been any real change. The women that we spoke to, and particularly women 
that were part of the, the woman that was a interpreter, and she said that really, women's position had 
not improved at all. That women were still responsible for the house work, for looking after the children 
and for all those sort of things. 
 
Collie: Were women still doing the low-paid jobs too? 
 
Crisp: Well that's a bit difficult, because there were a lot of women that were in top positions in really 
big factories and they obviously had fairly important positions. But like teachers, for instance, and 
doctors, were not very highly paid. By our standards they were very low paid people. And the majority 
Of them were women. And I think a lot of the doctors were women. Whether that had anything to do 
with the fact that they were low paid is another thing. But the thing is that a lot of those jobs that 
Women were doing, were certainly low Paid. But they were actively working as engineers, and things 
that we just hadn't got to anyway, which would have been higher paid jobs than a lot of them. 
 
Collie: Did this trip change your attitudes in any way? 
 
Crisp: Well it made me question some of the things, some of the so called democracy that existed, 
because I asked questions and they weren't sort of loaded questions or hostile questions, they were 
things that I'd been asked to ask by people here. And asked them and 
 
Collie: Can you give me an example? 
 
Crisp: Well, on one occasion there was somebody here, it was at the time of the Vietnam war, and the 
Soviet Union never came out and said, "We're supplying arms or assistance to the Vietnamese people". 
Which some of the people here thought was a bit strange. And I'd been asked by somebody to ask them, 
if I got the opportunity. So I did. I didn't ask them in a delegation meeting because there were a few 
problems in the delegation, with a few people. So I didn't want to put them on the spot, so I waited until 
I was talking to the chap, the representative from the Central Committee over there, and I asked him. 
There was another lass with me and I asked him, and he explained, which I wasn't very convinced about, 
that the Soviet Union and America were the 2 major powers in the world and that anything created a 
problem between them, and if they came out and said they were giving support to the Vietnamese 
people, and because American troops were in there, that could create problems between the 2 
countries. Well I didn't think that that was very satisfactory explanation, but I didn't have any choice, I 
couldn't say, "Well, that's wrong" So I had to accept it. But the next morning he called a meeting of the 
delegation, the whole delegation, the interpreter and everybody, and he said that there were people in 
the delegation who said that the Soviet Union was not giving assistance to the Vietnamese people. Well 
I hadn't ever suggested that, I'd explained very carefully why, and he spoke very good English, I might 
add, why I was asking, and the basis of it. And so I said to Ruth, the other girl that was with me, "Did I 
give that impression to you". And she said, "No, you didn't, how he ever got that idea, I don't know". So I 
felt that it was just the way he'd taken it up and I thought, if you couldn't ask a question of that sort, 
what would happen if you had actual, very serious disagreements with them, or if you were a Soviet 
person who disagreed with their policy. I would have hate to thought. And so I felt that the lack of 
democracy in the Soviet Union was a very real problem. And one that, even though when you went 
there they said , "Now if you see something that you think is wrong, well don't be afraid to tell us". Well, 
nobody felt like telling them!! I mean, we did raise some criticisms but, I'm quite sure they wouldn't 
have taken any notice. 
 
Collie: Just going back to the Miso's union now, how have you been actively involved in that Union? 
 
Crisp: Well, I was a delegate at the University when I worked there, and I was on the State Council of the 
Union. 
 
Collie: When did you work at the University? 
 
Crips: From about `68 till I retired in, about 6, 5 years ago. 
 
Collie: So, 1985/6. And what work were you doing at the University? 
 
Crisp: Well I started off as a cleaner and I worked at that for about 4 or 5 years, and then I transferred 
into a job which was a glorified cleaner, it was a lab attendant, and you looked after the glassware and 
the labs and that sort of thing. But it was just a bit better hours than what the cleaning job was, where 
you had to start at 6 o'clock in the morning. And so I transferred there. Sometimes I was sorry that I did, 
because I had contact with a lot more people on the cleaning job, and whereas the other job you were 
working very largely on your own, a position where you didn't have much contact outside of that job. 
 
Collie: So what issues did you tackle, as delegate on that job? 
Crips: Well, there was a number of issues, there was a question, on one occasion, there was asbestos 
dust in one of the buildings, and we took that up and got that sorted out. They were doing some repairs 
to some part of the one of the other buildings, that I wasn't in. 
 
Collie: What did you do about that? 
 
Crisp: Oh well, we took it up with the heads and that, and made them take the girls away so that they 
weren't in the position of where they were likely to get asbestosis. And also got some of the people 
moved out of the building because other people realized then that there was a problem too. 
Probably parking was one of the main problems, because we used to go in at 6 o'clock and a lot of the 
other academics and the professors and that, they'd roll in about 12 o'clock, and they expected to park 
right outside their building. We were given an area quite a walk away. We didn't mind that. But then 
they informed us that we weren't going to have that area any longer, but in fact we were going to be put 
much further away. So we sort of went around and talked to some of the other buildings and we said, 
"No, we're not moving, we're staying where we are". And so they made us attend a meeting of what 
they were going to do and what they weren't going to do and we said, "Well suit yourself". There was a 
new bloke who had come on as the head bloke in the cleaning section. I'd never met him before. 
Anyway I saw him talking to one of the other delegates and I went over one morning and they 
introduced him to me and I said, "I've been wanting to see you". And he said, "Oh, are you now. What's 
your problem?" 
And I said.. ..Well, it's the parking". And told him what it was. "Oh", he said, "Nothing I can do about it." 
And I said, "Suit yourself but if you don't, there's about 20 odd cleaners, we all bring carloads of people 
in. If you want to find yourself minus, if we all refuse to go to work one day, none of the rest of the 
cleaners will get in either, so you'll be minus a lot of cleaners. "And he said, "Oh, well I'll take it up with 
them." So we got the right to leave or cars where they were. But I understand they've put another 
building up there now, so they probably had to shift. I don't know where they had to go since then. I said 
to him, "The only place we're likely to shift to is into the court yards, that's the only place we're likely to 
shift to." 
"Oh you can't do that.' I said, "Can't we just!" 
 
Collie: What do you think the FMWU, the Misos, has done for women workers? 
 
Crisp: I think they have done quite a lot, I mean wage-wise, and as far as encouraging women to take 
positions. There's quite a few women on the State council of the Union. There are women, I don't know 
if there are still, but there were women on the executive of the union. So from that angle, they have 
assisted to give women more confidence in themselves and they've done quite a lot as far as wages and 
conditions and that sort of thing. But there's still a male union, it's still a male-dominated union. I think, 
given the fact that I don't know what the membership is now because I've sort of lost touch with the 
details of things. But I would say that even now there's probably more women than men, and I think 
women should be the ones that are in the leadership, at least sharing the leadership anyway. But I don't 
think there's too many men that would want to move over and make way for a woman. So from that 
angle there's still a problem but at the same time, they have helped to encourage women to take a 
more active role in things, particularly since Wolf and Dell [?????] has got into the job as secretary- I 
mean Harry wasn't anywhere nearly as good and Harry I don't think would have had women as a gift. 
Harry Miller he was Secretary before Wolf became the secretary. 
 
Collie: Can you tell me some of your best experiences with the Misos? 
 
Crisp: I can't think of any. 
 
Collie: Are there any when you were on State Council, for example? 
 
Crisp: Oh, I can't think of any particular things. No. I mean we had plenty of struggles, and plenty of 
things that we did, but I can't think of any particular things. 
 
Collie: On the job? 
 
Crisp: Oh, yes, there was some of the experiences on the University do you mean? Well that was 
probably the best experiences, where we had things come up and we'd have mass meetings and stop-
work meetings where we met with other groupings from various places, particularly the state 
government cleaners and we'd have meetings. I went to some good meetings, but nothing particularly 
exciting. 
 
Collie: What about a worst experience? 
 
Crisp: That's a bit difficult too. 
Collie: There was nothing in your whole political life? 
 
Crisp: My worst experience? God! Or my best? No.. 
 
Collie: Anything connected with the 1948 rail strike? How did that effect people? 
 
Crisp: There was a lot of people stood down, including me. I suppose the worst experience that I had, 
getting away from that, well one of the best, actually, was when I got, well there was 10 of us got 
isolated in one little factory we were working in, a biscuit factory, packing biscuits, and all the rest of 
them had been shifted up to another building. We were all supposed to be shifted, but we were left and 
we were told that the reason why 10 of us were left was because we were the ones that were most 
reliable ... 
[2 minutes of inaudible tape here] 
 
Collie: Reel 15, 27 November 1991, From Lunchroom to Boardroom Oral History Project for the TLC 
about women in the labour movement, and I'm talking to Marie Crisp. 
Marie you were about to tell me about your best experience in your working life. 
 
Crisp: Well I'll go back a bit further, than I was going to, to my experience with the Foodstuffs Union, 
which has now since amalgamated with the Miscellaneous Workers Union, but it was under very poor 
leadership, and that would have been, I suppose in the very early 50s or may have even been the late 
40s. And the leadership there was a very poor creature who first of all, never ever took anything for the 
workers, male or female. But it was a nice soft job for him. And the first meeting that ever I went to, 
there was another lass and I, who I knew, and we were both members of the Party and she and I went 
along to this meeting. They only held them every 3 months. That was something that was leftover from 
the war years, when they didn't have big memberships and they'd sort of continued it on after the war, 
not being very anxious to organize their membership. Anyway the first meeting there was barely a 
quorum and the secretary put up a proposition that he be given 6 months sick leave with the right to 
come back at the end of that 6 months if he was so inclined. Well it was something that we couldn't very 
well, being the first meeting that we were there, we couldn't very well get up and oppose, and so we 
accepted that. But later on during the meeting we moved and it was carried unanimously, that the 
meetings revert to monthly meetings and that a notice be put out in the paper and it be advertised in 
various ways. 
So we waited and the next month came along and no mention of it and no advertising of it and so the 
following quarterly meeting we got up and asked why the decision hadn't been carried out. And they 
said, "Oh Mr Burke, left as soon as he got the resolution through to give him 6 months leave, so 
therefore there was no quorum, so therefore nothing is valid as far as the decisions were concerned. We 
said, OK, there is a quorum there again, we said Ok we'll move the resolution again and it was defeated! 
They'd gone around and organized against it by that time and the only 2 that supported it was Nell and I. 
So that was Ok and we sort of went on. And after Burkes demise, after he'd cleared off, because he 
never came back, a bloke by the name of Mr Cowan, and he was one that was again, very reactionary 
and we continually clashed any time that there was a meeting. And he came down on the job, oh that's 
right, I raised with him on one occasion that there were very few of the girls on the job that were actual 
members of the Union but that in talking to them, I'd spoken to them about joining the Union and about 
the fact that they should be in the Union, and that I thought that if a Union organizer came down he'd 
get most of them to come in the Union. Well Cowan himself came down, went into the office and talked 
to the boss for some considerable time and then came out and abused the girls uphill and down dale 
because they were not in the Union and told them that if they didn't join the Union, you know what 
would happen to them. Well very few of them did join the Union, but a group around me did eventually 
and they sort of stuck by me and I talked to them enough for them to be convinced enough to join. 
Anyway after the rail strike, I was still there during the rail strike and we were stood down, and then the 
factory that I was at decided that they were going to shift. They'd bought a bigger place and they were 
going to shift. And we said OK, we could stay at this old place, there was about 10 of us and they said we 
could stay at this old place and just work on, and when we queried why, they said, oh well, we were 
more trustworthy them others and that they knew that we'd work whether or not there was a boss 
standing over us. We were a bit suspicious but we couldn't do much about it. 
Anyway one Friday they came down and they had our pays all made up, a weeks wages in lieu of notice, 
and everything in order and handed it to us and said they didn't want to see us any more. But before 
this, the boss had told one of the other blokes on the job that Cowan had come down and told him that 
he should get rid of me because I was a trouble maker, and I was a communist and I was this-that-and-
the-other-thing. And he said, no, I was one of his best workers and he wasn't prepared to get rid of me. 
But anyway, I don't know what sort of heat they put on the bosses, but they did get rid of us all. 
Anyway, we went up and we really ranted and raved and tore strips off the bloody union and one of the 
girls had a brother and her husband and I think her brother- in-law, I think there was three of them, 
anyway, working in the pastry cook section, which was a different section, owned by the same people, 
and she knew of the conditions in there. Well we never came in contact with them, because they used 
to start work at 11 o'clock at night, I think it was, or sometime in the night, and they'd knock off about 
the time we were coming in. So we didn't see very much of them, had much contact with them. 
So when we were talking, it became obvious that they were supposed to be getting overtime rates 
before, I think it was 6 o'clock in the morning, or something like that. And they were entitled to 
overtime rates and Juniors were not supposed to work at night time. And they were doing all these 
things, breaking all these laws, so we said, well, right, what are you going to do about it, to the Union 
official. "Oh. well, we'll take some action." And we said "Yes, we'll be watching and making sure you do!" 
And we still had contact with these blokes that were on the job. Well they ended up getting quite a good 
hand out. They only got back-pay for 3 months and they'd been doing it for years, but we managed to 
get that much. But the Union has actually, well, I'm not sure if it was the Union or the Labour 
Department, made contact with the inspectors to go down. The apprentices got nothing out of it, 
because they'd been all sent home that night. They knew in advance that the raid was going to take 
place. So it was just a worked out thing. Anyway it worked out all right. 
 
Collie: So what do you think you've achieved. Marie? 
 
Crisp: Well, very little as far as I'm concerned personally. I mean, one person on their own can't achieve 
much. I mean all you can do is talk to people and try and assist where you can. I don't think anyone one 
person on their own can do very much. And lots of people think that if they become leaders, they're 
going to achieve a lot. But nobody on their own can do anything. It's got to be with support from the 
ordinary people. 
I'm involved now with, or have been involved since late '87,with Justice 88, which is an Aboriginal 
support group and I feel that this is the main work that I'm involved with now. And it's my main interest 
now. I go along to Union functions and keep in touch with them. I should keep in touch with them more, 
but I'm involved with anything to do with the Aboriginal people. 
And last Friday, no last Friday week we had the East Timorese rally. Well I was one of the ones that sort 
of was involved in starting that. We've got another one on Saturday week, which is the anniversary of 
the day that their country was invaded by the Indonesian people. And we are sort of working around 
that at the moment. But it all ties in with the colonialist approach of the powers and the fact that our 
own country is doing absolutely nothing. My brother was in East Timor during the war years and he's 
told me, he's dead now. but he told me many times, he said he would never have got out, because he 
was injured there, had a bullet through his knee, And he said he would never have got out of East Timor 
if it hadn't been for the East Timorese people helping, feeding him, and carrying him, and sort of helping 
him out. 
So I think we all owe a debt to some degree, because they were practically the front line at one stage in 
the war. And the Japanese murdered thousands of them, about 40,000 of them got murdered. So 
they've suffered at the hands of the Japanese and on Monday night we held a meeting with some of the 
Timorese people, and they said the grandfather of one of the boys was there. He said he had helped the 
Australian soldiers that were in East Timor. And he was put in by one of their own people that was a spy, 
and he said the Japanese just came along and just cut his head straight off in front of his own family. 
And he said that wasn't an unusual thing. He said they talk about the massacres that are going on now, 
but he said those massacres have been going on right through ever since the Indonesian People, 1975, 
1976, invaded, and he said those massacres have been going on almost daily since then. 
So they're the sort of things that I'm involved in now. Plus being in the UAW, still support them and that. 
I find the others more satisfying in some ways. 
 
Collie: Why is that? 
 
Crisp: I don't know, I suppose being a woman I should be more involved in women's things, and I do 
support them, it's not that I don't support them but I suppose it's just that you feel that the numbers are 
not so great and there are more women that could be involved and should be involved. 
 
Collie: There should be more women involved in Justice 88 and the struggle for East Timorese 
independence, those sorts of organizations? 
 
Crisp: No, no. Well, I think that is true too. But I think that there should be more women that could be 
involved in the struggle around women rights than what there is, say, people that are able to be 
involved in the struggle for Aboriginal rights. And they are an even more oppressed section, even than 
the women. There's similarities actually between the oppression of women and the oppression of 
blacks, but I feel that women should be able to stand on their own feet more than they do, really, in the 
women's movement. 
 
Collie: Do you think there isn't the same involvement in the women's movement today? And why would 
that be? 
 
Crisp: Well there doesn't appear to be. I'm not sure, because I'm not so involved with them. I'm not sure 
whether there is, there doesn't appear to be though, to me, around say, this abortion issue, with Goss 
for instance. Even with Petersen we were able to get a big rally of people, but yet there doesn't seem to 
be very much going on in relation to pressuring Goss, who's really carrying on Petersen's bloody policy, 
really. I mean, there's been no change. 
 
Collie: Is that because the lines aren't so clearly drawn, do you think? 
 
Crisp: The lines, what, as far, as the Goss and Petersen? 
 
Collie: Well Petersen was a more clear opposition. 
Crisp: Yes, I think that this is one of the things that I think in relation to when you get a Labor 
government in with the trade unions and, I suppose, to some degree with the women's movement too, 
there's a tendency to say, Oh, You can't rack the boat, you've got to give them a certain amount of time. 
Well I think they've had time to bloody well do a lot of the things that they should have been doing. And 
things that they actually promised to do, You know, when they were on the stump before the elections. 
There is no excuse in my opinion why those things haven't been done and I don't think they're likely to 
be done. In fact he admits that they're not likely to be done. Like what he's done with the Aboriginal 
People, it's been absolutely disgusting really. This new legislation on land rights is just a big charade 
really. 
 
Collie: In what way? 
 
Crisp: Well it doesn't mean anything as far a giving them land rights, as far as the majority of people are 
that is the majority of Aboriginal people in the cities, they'll get nothing. There's no chance of them 
getting anything. And even the people outside, they're not satisfied with it because it gives them some 
rights to the land which they already had, and in fact in some cases it's not as good as the rights they 
had under Petersen. 
But you know, that's the thing, promises are easy to make and the Labor Party is past master at making 
promises and then breaking them. The federal government should have done something years ago as far 
as land rights is concerned. The use the excuse they can't move into the state, but when it suits them 
they can. 
 
Collie: How much faith do you have in the parliamentary process? 
 
Crisp: None! Full stop! I mean, as it is it's a waste of money. We've got a federal government, we've got 
state government, we've got a council government. My opinion is they could wipe out all the state 
governments and you wouldn't notice the difference. The federal government are doing very little about 
a lot of the things they should be too, one passes the buck to the other and I'm afraid it doesn't work 
out to parliamentary democracy or any other sort of democracy. It's just a complete denial of 
democracy. 
 
Collie: As a rank and file member of the Federated Miscellaneous Worker's Union how is the gap 
between the hierarchy and the rank and file affected you? 
 
Crisp: Oh, well I suppose me personally, I mean I'm not afraid to voice my opinions. I didn't always get 
them through, even when I was on the state Council I didn't always get my views listened to. But I was 
always felt that I could express my opinions, even if they weren't accepted. And I don't know that there 
was a big gap there that I can think of. There certainly is a gap between the women and the hierarchy in 
the Union, I think. But I think that's a normal thing that you come to expect. I don't think it's even 
recognized by the men, I sometimes wonder whether men are so dumb that they don't recognize it! I 
think they do their best but sometimes that's not very good. 
 
Collie: What can be done to close the gap? 
 
Crisp: I think the only thing that can be done is for more women to become involved and to speak out 
and to force their opinion. I think they have to do that, because I don't think, if we wait for men to 
become conscious and to move aside, I think we'll wait for ever. I don't see any chance of them just 
deciding that, well, we've had enough. 
 
Collie: It's unusual for women to have the courage to speak out. Where do you get that courage? 
 
Crisp: I don't know, I suppose it's just because I can't stand the sort of, oh, I don't know that it's unusual. 
I mean there's quite a few women that do. 
 
Collie: Well, I mean we're conditioned against articulating our opinions. Where have you got this? 
 
Crisp: I suppose the Communist Party, to some degree, had a big bearing on it, because you were 
encouraged to express your opinions, even though there was certainly sexist attitudes in the Communist 
Party. I don't mean to say that women were, but women were usually given a lot of jobs to do, certainly 
not always the top jobs, but nevertheless ones taught you to express yourself, to not accept to being 
putdown. And I suppose that, plus the fact that I'm a bit pig headed myself. 
 
Collie: What recognition have you received for your work? 
 
Crisp: Well I'm a life member of the Miscellaneous Worker's Union, I suppose that's probably the only 
recognition really that you could say that I've had, I mean I'm proud to be a life member of the Union, 
not everyone is. It's mainly just that activists that get that life membership granted to them. I don't think 
that the majority of people do it to get recognition, anyway.  I certainly don't. I'm quite happy to be able 
to just work with people and help in any way that I can. I don't want recognition really. 
 
Collie: So where do you get the dedication to keep on fighting? 
 
Crisp: Oh I suppose just because I'm conscious of the need to, it's one of those things. You know that 
things are not right and you know that they won't get right unless someone does something about 
them. And I think that you can only try and get other people to become involved in whatever you think 
that should be taken up at that time. I don't know that there's any other way of doing it, because it all 
depends on people. Unfortunately we haven't got to the stage of people power yet in Australia. It'll be 
good when we do. I hope I live to see it. 
 
Collie; Do you have any unfulfilled dreams? 
 
Crisp: Oh, hundreds of them. No, I don't know that, I've had unfulfilled dreams, we thought that 
socialism was just around the corner at one stage, but we found that wasn't so, no, I don't think. I'd 
certainly like to see people much more active. I don't think you can say I've got any unfulfilled dreams 
though. 
 
Collie: Is here anything else that you would like to add, Marie? OK, thank you very much. 
